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 CHAIRS
This set explores the intriguing history of seating, from ancient to modern times.

There is no right way to design a chair. The set illustrates 
all kinds of examples, historic and modern, comfortable 
and uncomfortable, of this basic household object. It 
discusses how different cultures have solved their 
seating requirements and why chairs fulfil extraordinary 
and symbolic functions as well as everyday needs. 
Famous chairs in painting are also seen.
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Suggested classroom activities 
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Looking at the pictures
Richard ll, England
Allegorical Figure, Cosimo Tura, Italy
Imperial Folding Chair, China
Sarabhendra being saluted by elephants, India
Ana and his wife TuTu, Egypt
Mr and Mrs Andrews, Thomas Gainsborough, England
Helene Rouart in her father’s study, Edgar Degas, France
The Drake Armchair, England
Ladderback Armchair, England
Shaker Chair, USA
Ebonized Beech Chair, Eward William Godwin, England
Ladder Backed Chair, Charles Rennie Mackintosh, Scotland
Cobra Chair, Carlo Bugatti, Italy
Oak Chair, Charles FA Voysey, England
Red Blue Chair, Gerrit T Rietveldt, Holland
Wicker Chair, Heywood & Wakefield, England
Weissenhoff MR5335, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Germany
Chaise Longue, Le Corbusier, France
Paimo Chair, Alvar Aalto, Finland
Plastic Armchair, Charles and Ray Eames, England
Plywood Chair, Jasper Morrison, England
Aeron Chair, Don Chadwick and Bill Stumpf, Germany
Wire Frame Chair, Shin and Tomoko Azumi, England
Proust’s Armchair, Alessandro Mendini, Italy
Dan Dare Chair, John Mills, England

Dan Dare chair, John Mills
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What makes a good chair?
In 1926 the Bauhaus Journal 

illustrated contemporary chair design 
by contrasting a heavy wooden 
armchair (1921) with a woman sitting 
on an ‘invisible but resilient air column’. 
The modernist belief that ‘form follows 
function’ was challenging furniture 
makers to produce the perfect chair.   
Some of their solutions — such as 
Marcel Breuer’s tubular steel Wassily 
chair or Mies Van de Rohe’s Barcelona 
chair — have become classic forms. 

*  ‘The study of physical relationships between a man and 
a machine he uses, with the object of reducing strain, 
discomfort and  fatigue in the former’.  Fontana Dictionary of 
Modern Thought.   

 There is no right way to design 
a chair. Blue Print magazine once 
justified their Gordon Russell Awards 
by proclaiming: ‘a good chair is a blend 
of ergonomics* and aesthetic quality 
overlain with attitude.’  That seems 
to sum it up — now and throughout 
history. 

 As one might expect, chairs are 
a rewarding subject to study.  The 
examples in this set illustrate the 
way peoples in various cultures have 
solved their seating requirements. 
Curiously, it soon becomes clear that 
chairs fulfil extraordinary and symbolic 
functions as well as everyday needs. 
One advantage today is that they are 
designed to promote physical relaxation 
and ‘comfort’.

The Coronation Chair Westminster Abbey, London  

Chaise longue, Le Corbusier
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carved parrot coal (a bituminous material so-called 
because of the noise it made when it caught fire) 
and even thrown and cast clay.  Wooden chairs 
were constructed by turners and joiners, until the 
transformation from cabinet-making by hand to 
widespread mechanisation in factories in the mid-
19th century.

Brief history of seating
Transportable seats were used in classical 

civilisations.  Many  images provide clear evidence 
about the design of these artefacts and various 
materials used to make them, although little has 
survived.  Ancient Egyptian wall-paintings portray 
three-legged papyrus stools, bentwood double 
seats and folding chairs with lion-claw feet.  At 
feasts, wealthy Greeks and Romans often reclined 
on cushioned couches (see right). 

 In Europe chairs also have a long history, 
although India and the Orient regarded them as 
exotic imports until recent times.  But little is known 
about early European furniture.  The oldest found 
piece is a folding chair with ash wood frame and 
otter skin seat, discovered in Muldbjerg, Denmark, 
dated pre-1000 BC.  It is likely that not much 
wooden furniture was made because hardwoods 
were few, as were skilled craftsmen.

Medieval furnishings
In England a thousand years ago a living 

room often resembled a stage, equipped with 
permanent props and portable items,  i.e. boxed 
settles and trestle tables that were set up at 
mealtimes.  Diners used benches or three-legged 
stools, while the lord of the manor and his guests 
may have sat on chairs.  These could have been 
canopied and placed on a dais, to denote status.  A 
dorcer (length of woven or embroidered material) 
was placed behind to shield the sitter from 
draughts.  Such chair designs were vernacular 

While ancient Greeks and Romans sometimes reclined 
on couches, this sketch of a 1st century AD Roman 
fresco from Herculaneum (now in the British Museum) 
shows a couple seated for a music lesson.  

(rather than classical) and chair-makers often 
copied the style of stonemasons.  

Chairs for all
Prior to the 20th century the general 

use of chairs was a western phenomenon, 
following a gradual change from regarding them 
as precious items.  By the 17th century they 
were essential furnishings for most European 
dwellings or workplaces.  This is partly explained 
by the increase in foreign trade and introduction 
of transatlantic hardwoods (deciduous trees 
rather than coniferous softwoods) — especially 
mahogany — that were easier to work than native 
oak and walnut.   

Other materials initially chosen for 
chairmaking were cast and wrought-iron — for 
hall and outdoor use — woven straw and wicker, 

Ladderback armchair c.1755
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